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Introduction

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, immigration to the United States
experienced an exponential increase as a result of the landmark Immigration Act of 1965.
Eliminating the outdated national origins quota system that was instituted in 1924, the
Immigration Act ushered in a new wave of immigration from countries that had
previously been denied entry. In reducing these barriers to immigration, the law also
dramatically altered the racial and ethnic landscape of the United States.
In particular, the new law has had a significant impact in Asian countries, whose
people had previously been the target of systematic and thorough exclusion from the
United States for much of the twentieth century. These changes have contributed to an
explosive increase in the number of Asian Americans from 1.4 million in 1970 to over 10
million by 2000. This population growth has not only been a result of continued
migration from Asia, but also reflects the growing population of the children of these 1st
generation immigrants, the new second generation of Asian-Americans born in the
United States.
The recent arrival of this 1st generation to the United States underlies the relative
lack of research on these groups prior to 1965. However, the changes that took place
within the academe as a result of the Third World Strike and the increasing popularity of
ethnic studies have contributed to the increasing visibility of Asian Americans of both the
first and second generation. This recognition has also been accompanied by a growing
body of research on these groups, with much of the recent literature emerging as a
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backlash against traditional misconceptions of Asian Americans such as the “Model
Minority” (as well as the equally injurious “Perpetual Foreigner”) myth.
While extensive research on the experiences of acculturation and identity
formation is beginning to emerge with respect to the first and second generation of Asian
immigrants, little work has been done on groups that do not fit into traditional
generational categories. As research on Asian Americans continues to expand, the
emergence of unique and different populations of Asian Americans such as the so-called
parachute kids emphasizes the need for Asian American studies to broaden its scope to
encompass these underrepresented groups.
Parachute kids have traditionally referred to a selective group of foreign-born
Asian children who have come to the United States for purposes of education
unaccompanied by their parents. Positioned between the experiences of first generation
immigrants and those of the American-born, second generation Asian Americans, these
unusual circumstances have made “parachute kids” a segment of the Asian American
population that has been little studied, and therefore, little- understood.
This paper examines this phenomenon of parachute kids, focusing on Korean and
Korean American undergraduate students at the University of Pennsylvania. Using data
from sixteen in-depth interviews with both Korean parachute kids and second-generation
Korean Americans, I explore the development of cultural and ethnic identity between
these two groups of students. American-born second-generation Korean American
students are utilized as the control group and the comparison point for the Korean
parachute kids.
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During the interviews, participants are asked questions that delve into a variety of
issues relevant to a hyphenated Asian American identity, including language, American
culture, religious participation, academics, future plans, and dating. In analyzing the
responses, I investigate factors that seem to wield significant influence in the
maintenance and/or abandonment of elements of their Korean ethnic and cultural identity.
In conducting this study, I propose that parental influence in the lives of these
students plays a vital role in the construction of their cultural identities. For the Korean
parachute kids, the conspicuous absence of parental influence in the formative years of
high school contrasts sharply with the constant parental influence present in the lives of
second-generation Korean Americans. While parachute kids were born, raised, and
attended most of their school years in Korea, the sudden loss of parental influence during
their high school years may greatly impact the maintenance of their Korean identities and
may paradoxically foster a stronger American cultural identity. Similarly for the
American-born Korean Americans, the constant presence and preservation of Korean
culture in their lives through the contribution of parental influence may actually reinforce
and create a stronger Korean identity.
In what follows, the Literature Review provides a brief overview of what research
has been conducted on parachute kids and the second generation Korean and Asian
American children, as well as the sociological and psychological models of ethnic
identity development that have been previously posited. The Methods and Research
Methodology section explains the research process, including the elements of the
interview and the selection of the sample. The Results section provides outcomes of the
interview together with a discussion of the significance of the results for the study.
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Literature Review

Parachute Kids
While the term “parachute kids” has always been associated with Asian children,
for most of the 1990s, the term almost exclusively referred to students from Taiwan and
China. This association of parachute kids with Taiwanese and Chinese children stemmed
primarily from the visibility produced by their heavy regional concentration in California
as well as their numbers. A UCLA study estimated as early as 1990 that there were over
40,000 from Taiwan alone living and studying in the United States, living and studying
mostly in Southern California (Zhou 1998) .
Moreover, this focus on Taiwanese and Chinese parachute kids was further
reinforced by fantastic media portrayals of parachute children living extravagant,
unsupervised lifestyles, in what Min Zhou calls “sensational and exotic” representations
for a public hungry for such sensationalist media (1998). Indeed, an Asian Week article
on parachute kids co-written by the Associated Press and entitled, “The Perils of
‘Parachute Kids” begins with this line: “Imagine being 21 years old, having unlimited
access to money from your parents, driving a BMW M3 and living in the suburban
Northgate community of Walnut Creek, Calif.” Another article in the Los Angeles Times
by Denise Hamilton uses for its headline, “A house, cash, -and no parents” to describe the
lives of parachute kids. Far from being an accurate portrayal of the parachute kid
phenomenon, these media stories have created an image of parachute kids that portrays
them as impetuous, undisciplined youngsters.
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For the most part, these misrepresentations and sensational depictions of this
phenomenon have garnered little academic attention and therefore have continued largely
unchallenged. Moreover, despite the small but growing body of research that has
paralleled the population growth of first and second generation Asian Americans, there
has been little scholarly work conducted on the sociological and other long-term
implications of the growing phenomenon of parachute kids. The lack of such material
has contributed to varying definitions of what it means to be a parachute kid. As a result,
there is no one expected or established set of designations for when “typical” parachute
kids should arrive in the United States, their motives for leaving their home country, or
where they settle.
In one of the only scholarly studies that have been conducted on parachute kids,
Min Zhou, after acknowledging the scarceness of information available on parachute
kids, offers her own definition of these children. According to her study, parachute kids
are children who arrive to the United States either accompanied or unaccompanied by
their parents (1998). If their parents join them, they only escort their children in order to
make the necessary housing and educational arrangements before quickly returning back
to the home country. If unaccompanied by their parents, these children arrive with
“Unaccompanied Minor” tags to be picked up by relatives or by paid caretakers through
previously made arrangements.
Unlike the wealthy families of other nations that have traditionally sent their
children abroad for American universities and colleges, Zhou argues that Asian parachute
kids comprise a unique group. In contrast to children sent to the United States from other
countries, Asian parachute kids arrive at a much younger age, usually for elementary,
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middle, or high school with plans to continue higher education in the United States as
well. Furthermore, their arrival has been driven by macrostructural factors such as the
gap between educational opportunities and skill demands of the homeland (Zhou 1998).
The importance of such economic and educational disparities in the decision to
leave their home countries reflects what Portes and Rumbaut refer to as “the most
common theoretical approximation to the origins of immigration,” the push-pull model of
immigration (1996). While parachute kids do not technically immigrate, the push-pull
concept is a helpful model for understanding how and why this phenomenon may occur
(Zhou 1998). The model is based on factors of expulsion and factors of attraction
between the sending and receiving countries that creates comparative advantages of
immigration that outweigh the potential costs.
When applied to the case of parachute kids, anxieties regarding adequate
educational opportunities and resources provide the most important exit impetus and the
“push” for these children and the parents that make the decision. While Zhou’s study
focuses on the Chinese perception of educational attainment as being the key to
prestigious social positions, this emphasis on academic achievement is shared by, and
applicable for, other Asian ethnicities as well.
Indeed, Min notes the general emphasis that Korean parents place on their
children’s education in his exploration of the motivations underlying Korean immigration
to the United States (Min 1996). In fact, in one national survey as early as 1987, 90
percent of parents in South Korea expected four years of college or higher education for
their sons and 70 percent expected the same level of education for their daughters.
Despite the stress placed on educational achievement, parents experience a particularly
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difficult time obtaining higher education in South Korea with because only a small
number of candidates are admitted to colleges and universities due to the strictquotas that
are instituted by the Ministry of Education (Min 1996). In such an environment of
limited educational opportunities, the allure of American educational institutions may
provide a strong “pull,” and for parents with the resources, to send their children to the
United States without having to emigrate from Korea themselves.
One interesting implication of parachute kids is the notion that they may actually
act as a catalyst for future immigration to the United States. Aihwa Ong suggests that
parachute kids are a “long term strategy for transnational economic advancement” where
the sending families hope to employ the networks and knowledge acquired by their
children in America to facilitate their own entrance into the United States (Chee et al.,
2001). However, a more realistic possibility for parachute kids is thatthey may begin
what may or may not be a process of chain migration from the home country.
Finally, the Chee et al. study also briefly discusses the identity formation of
parachute kids residing in the United States. The authors found that when parachute kids
return to Korea, they are often ridiculed and scorned by native Koreans who assume that
they lack now lack the language skills and discipline expected of Korean children (2001).
At the same time, parachute kids face a mountain of difficulties in the United States
including language acquisition, the stresses of “fitting in,” and settling into a radically
different environment. This awkward position results in many parachute kids feeling
caught between two nations, educational systems, and ways of growing up resulting in
them feeling marginalized in both places (Chee et al, 2001)
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The Second Generation
In contrast to the little literature available on parachute kids, the experiences of
first and second generation Asian and Korean Americans has garnered a significant
amount of academic and scholarly attention as the first wave of second generation
children from the 1965 wave of immigration have reached their twenties and thirties
(Ramakrsihnan 2004). Much of the literature has focused on the assimilation and
acculturation experiences of the second generation because scholars have regarded the
outcomes of the second generation as fundamental to understanding the immigrant
experience of acculturation and assimilation (Ramakrishnan 2004).

Assimilation Theories
Because this study focuses on parachute kids and second generation Korean
Americans, a brief overview of major assimilation theories is applicable in comparing
these two groups. A number of different interpretations of the assimilation process for
immigrants in America have been posited by various researchers.
Beginning in the 1920s, the traditional assimilation model arose in large part from
Chicago school sociologists in an attempt to explain the process of assimilation into
American society. Seen as the ultimate goal for all immigrants, assimilation was
considered to be a process of social disorganization, adjustment, and eventual
Americanization as traditional ethnic, family, and kinship ties to the country of origin
dissolved (Liu 2002). It places particular emphasis on the generational effects of
relocation to the United States, where first-generation persons are expected to be distinct,
second generation persons less so, and then the final and most critical stages is
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intermarriage, which eliminates any single ethnic reference point. (Wildsmith et. al, nd).
U.S. society was perceived to be a “melting pot” where the various immigrant groups
would eventually take on the demographic, economic, and cultural characteristics of the
native-born population.
A discussion of this “classic” assimilation paradigm, however, entails a number of
caveats. In reality, the model was formulated in the context of a predominantly European
immigration flow from Ireland, Poland, Greece, and Italy, when it was considered to be a
permanent resettlement for these peoples (Liu 2002). Indeed, the classical model of
assimilation raises a number of issues in its inapplicability for the very different
immigrant flows America has experienced since the early 20th century, particularly from
Asia. The model has been criticized for requiring the “new” immigrant group to wholly
take on the characteristics of the dominant group in order to assimilate. The classic
model has also been criticized for its potential to breed social intolerance of those groups
that do not fit into this model of assimilation.
Given the various concerns about the validity of the classic model as well as the
changing demographics of the immigrant population after 1965, Portes and Rumbaut
suggested a process of segmented assimilation to describe the process for immigrants
(1996). In their framework, immigrants may follow three different paths to segmented
assimilation: adaptation and integration into the white middle class, adaptation to the
underclasses and a condition of permanent and sustained poverty, or socioeconomic
adaptation that occurs along with the maintenance of strong cultural ties within the ethnic
community (Liu 2002). In contrast to the classic model, Segmented Assimilation does
not assume a linearity of assimilation and allows for the possibility that a new immigrant
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group may assimilate while retaining certain aspects of their culture. Instead, they
suggest that second-generation acculturation for the children of immigrants is affected by
a number of contextual factors, including color, geographic location and finally, changes
in the labor market (Portes and Rumbaut 1996).
Based on the literature, Portes and Rumbaut’s third mode of assimilation seems to
be particularly appropriate in describing how second generation Korean and Asian
Americans regard their own experience of assimilation (or lack thereof) into American
life. In a broad study of second generation Asian Americans residing in San Diego,
Xiong and Zhou find that almost none of the respondents identified themselves as an
unhyphenated “American” (2005). Rather, the respondents referred to themselves either
as hyphenated with their ethnicities, or simply by their ethnicity alone. The authors posit
that this comes about as a result of the tendency to associate “American” with white, a
conception that is reinforced by the physical characteristics that accompany the
stereotype of the forever foreigner (Xiong and Zhou 2005). The authors further suggest
that this is a reactive response to resulting experiences with discrimination, rather than a
voluntary option (2005).

Ethnic Identities
This common experience of a forced or given ethnicity is examined closely in
Mary Waters’ innovative study on Gans’ notion of “symbolic ethnicity” (1990). Gans
hypothesized that latter generations of white ethnic groups possessed only a symbolic
identification with the ethnicity of their ancestors. Waters uses this concept as a platform
to explore the existence, construction, and maintenance of ethnicity for whites beyond the
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third generation. She concludes that ethnicity is both flexible and voluntary for white
Americans, emphasizing the importance of choice in whether or not the person decides to
possess symbolic ethnicity (1990).
For non-white Americans, Waters finds that ethnicity is neither symbolic nor
voluntary. Rather, it is something that is real and ascribed, with social and political
consequences: “the situation is very different for members of racial minorities, whose
lives are strongly influenced by their race or national origin regardless of how much they
may choose not to identify themselves in ethnic or racial terms” (1990). Waters
continues by noting the ways in which ethnicity is still an important part of life for nonwhites, not only in its resulting experiences of discrimination, but also the choice of
spouse, place of residence, career path, choice of friends, and one’s chances of success in
America (1990).
Nazli Kibria argues that the Asian American experience with this ethnic
American model results in a confrontation with its underlying racial premise of
“whiteness” that makes it difficult for Asian Americans to become ethnic Americans
(Kibria 2002). Indeed, for many European Americans, being “American” is associated
with being “white” (Gudykunst 2001). While white Americans must overly emphasize
their ethnicity if they wish to be associated with a different ethnicity, Asian Americans
are automatically presumed to be foreigners regardless of generational status unless
“proven” otherwise (Tuan 1998). Furthermore, questions such as “where are you really
from?” reflect a societal expectation by the mainstream that Asian ethnics retain their
ethnic identity despite the gradual loss of their cultural identification that increases as
they experience greater acculturation (Tuan 1998).
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For second generation Asian immigrants, this disparity is particularly pronounced
as they feel both a strong connection to the ethnic American model but simultaneously an
intense frustration with the inability to fully adopt it –Asian Americans seem to be “a part
yet apart” (Kibria 1997). The larger historical trend of figuring minorities as the central
“other” to American conceptions of whiteness further reinforces the incompatibility of
second-generation Asian Americans into the ethnic American model. Kibria notes that
“such incorporation would require a very radical shift in our understandings of whiteness
–so radical as to perhaps threaten the dissolution of the concept itself” (1997).

Asian and Korean American Ethnic Identity
Nevertheless, the suggestion that ethnicities are ascribed to non-whites does not
preclude the potential voluntary adoption of ethnicity by Asian Americans. Ethnic
identities are based on how Asian Americans identify themselves, “self-making,” as well
as how others such as the mainstream define them, “being-made” (Gudykunst 2001). In
addition to Waters’ concept of given ethnicities, Hall posits the possibility of Asian
Americans having room to ‘play’ with their ethnic identities (Hall 1991). Because
identities by nature are unstable, Asian Americans can maneuver within and around their
identities either reinforcing or opposing the categories created by mainstream American
cultures.
For the second generation, the process of negotiating between various identities is
made particularly complex by their families. For example, parents often serve to
reinforce and preserve the second generation’s sense of the parents’ native culture and
ethnic heritage. This is due, in part, to the importance that the Korean culture places on
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child-raising: “Korean/Chinese culture is intricately tied to how one ‘parents” (Park
2005). Nevertheless, because immigration and acculturation to the United States results
in immigrant families’ confrontation with social structures that differ radically from the
ones they leave behind, the second generation often experience a combative dialogue
between experiences inside and outside of the home environment.
For example, one of the major differences between Western and Asian social
structures is the different emphasis placed on the collective versus the individual.
Whereas the parents’ societies “tend to stress norms of collectivist obligation to one’s
family and society…Western societies, especially the United States, emphasize
individualism and independence” (Pyke 2005). For Korean households, this emphasis on
the collective derives from the Confucian tradition of emphasizing family as a priority
over personal desires –a tradition that often produces conflict in immigrant families (Jo
1999). As a result, second generation Korean and Asian Americans find themselves in a
complicated family environment where they must negotiate a number of roles,
obligations, and expectations (Park 2005).
Jo explores the Korean traditional family value system in immigrant families as a
source of these tensions (1999). In a traditional Korean family, absolute obedience of the
children to the parents is expected with respect for all elders being the fundamental
underpinning of traditional Korean family values. Unlike other Asian countries, the
values derived from the Confucian tradition, Taoism, Buddhism, as well as Christianity
have continued to exist despite the economic, demographic, and social changes that
Korea has experienced in recent decades (Jo 1999). While the emphasis and maintenance
of such cultural traits may seem difficult to comprehend, Jo suggests that the importance
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of kinship relations for the survival of immigrant families (financial, emotional, familial
support) heavily contributes to the preservation of these values.
Nevertheless, children feel the strain of these conflicting social systems. As
aforementioned, immigrant Korean parents expect absolute obedience from their children
along with excellence in academic work and the pursuit of professional careers.
Paradoxically, this also results in the parents’ recognition of individual autonomy and
self-assertion with respect to their academic and social success (Chang et al., 2003). As a
result, many of the second generation Korean Americans report feelings of confusion,
frustration and anger during counseling that they attribute to difficult relationships with
their parents.
On the one hand, children of Korean immigrants appreciate the devotion of a
great deal of their parents’ money and resources for their success. Indeed, Jo notes that
most immigrant children do indeed work very hard to please their parents, often striving
for academic success while helping parents with housekeeping tasks, English language
problems, and assisting with the family business whenever possible (1999). Moreover,
these children are often driven to succeed academically while simultaneously preserving
Korean culture and language in order to avoid a sense of guilt for their parents’ sacrifices
(Bhattacharya 1999). One second-generation Korean American poignantly sums up the
pressure he experienced growing up:
Growing up, you know the air you breathe in your house is not free.
When your parents come home at night, you know they weren’t out at
clubs. They come home and they can’t put food in their mouths fast
enough, and then they go to sleep so they can wake up six hours later to go
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back to work. They’re not working sixteen hours a day to get a Mercedes.
There are easier ways to get a Mercedes. Their blood, sweat, and tears
fund the success of the next generation. It’s not a luxury they’re looking
for (Jo 1999).
On the other hand, the confusion and frustration that many second generation
Korean Americans report feeling seems to result from the internalization of these
opposing views in a country where such views seem out of place. Many children are
bothered by the strict and demanding attitudes of their parents, using words such as “very
authoritarian,” “uncompromising,” “overprotective,” “undemocratic,” and “one-track
minded” to express the attitudes of their parents (Jo 1999). In a different study of Asian
immigrant families, Chang et al. find that many Asian American youth report similar
problems of unrealistic parental expectations in terms of academic and career
achievements, parental over-involvement in their children’s lives, parents’ overall
tendency to exclude their children in the decision-making process, and negative attitudes
towards their children’s behaviors and lifestyles (Chang, et al. 2003).
Moreover, Park suggests that a number of second generation children experience
bitterness about having to contribute to the family business, in cases where such
businesses exist (2005). In the case of Korean Americans, because small businesses are
common sources of family income, many children are often obligated to work weekends
and nights at the family store. This results in what many refer to as “claustrophobic
feeling(s)” caused by overwhelming feelings of guilt and obligation towards their parents
(Park 2005).
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The crux of the issues between immigrants and their children lies, in large part, in
the different rates of acculturation between the two generations. While immigrant
parents tend to retain their native language, traditional values, lifestyles and child-rearing
practices, their children absorb the dominant society’s cultural practices and beliefs much
easier and faster (Chang, et al., 2003). Not surprisingly, a study by Phinney et al., found
that those of the second generation who are able to maintain a positive identification with
both their native ethnicity as well as with that of the dominant group report higher levels
of levels of self-esteem (in “Acculturation Attitudes,” 1992 ). From this, in the context of
the previous discussion of Korean American children of immigrants, it follows that
children who are able to recognize and balance the pressures of their parents and their
own desires will express more of an acceptance of their Korean ethnicity, even though it
may be ascribed.
Despite these forms of acculturative stress that may be experienced by the
children of Korean immigrants, evidence in the literature also points to some elements of
voluntary adoption of the children’s Korean ethnicity. One noticeable way in which this
is done is through the voluntary acquisition, retention, and use of the Korean language.
In a study of second generation Korean Americans enrolled in Korean language courses
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Hye-young Jo finds suggests that
learning Korean allows these students to mediate between different and shared
transnational experiences of living in bi-generational households (Jo 2002). During the
language courses, she found that students recalled and introduced elements of their
personal references for Korean objects and customs which reflects an adoption of a
personally modified and selected Korean ethnic heritage (Jo 2002). Most importantly, Jo
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argues that these Korean language classes are places where Korean ethnic identities are
not only maintained and reproduced, but also contested and reshaped outside of the home
environment (Jo 2002).
Another aspect of life into which many second generation Korean Americans
introduce their ethnicity is in the area of relationships and marriage. Interestingly,
Kibria’s study of second generation Korean Americans suggests that some of them
choose to retain and apply conceptions of racial and lineage “purity” that are instilled by
their parents (1997). Linking racial continuity to family continuity, Kibria examines the
role of family honor in this retention of the desire to maintain their lineage. One of her
respondents recalled her father’s lecture on the importance of maintaining Korean
“purity” in this way:
After college my first boyfriend was Jewish American. They liked him
but the fact that he wasn’t Korean was a big concern. My father talked to
me about it. It was very dramatic, but he said if you do marry a nonKorean you will be putting an end to our history (1997).
Indeed, despite the tendency in America of seeing any attempt to maintain racial purity as
being “racist,” Kibria found that a number of respondents fully planned to marry within
their Korean ethnicity. In fact, one of her respondents even defended his intention to
marry a Korean woman by citing it as a reaction to America’s history of maintaining
racial divisions where non-whites possessed limited opportunities to fully integrate
(1997).
Furthermore, one’s identification with a larger Asian American community also
seems to impact one’s choice of partners. Although many Korean and Chinese
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Americans also mentioned the importance of individual choice and romance in dating and
relationships, even second generation Asian Americans without significant involvement
in Asian American organizations also exhibited a heightened sense of an Asian racial
identity (Kibria 1997). As expected, those familiar with Asian American organizations
displayed the greatest recognition of the need for Asians to come together as a racial bloc
to form a panethnic group –even through dating and marriage. Not surprisingly, among
this population, Kibria found that Asian Americans were greatly preferred as partners
over whites (1997). Among politically active college students, marrying outside of their
Asian race was even seen as a violation of one’s political commitment to fighting racism
for all Asian ethnics.

Models of Ethnic Identity Development
As presented in the literature, second generation Asian Americans often feel
trapped between two different, often oppositional cultures resulting in ethnic identities
that are negotiations between them. It seems that second generation Korean Americans
and parachute kids, in particular, would pose an interesting case for applying previously
posited models of ethnic identity development. Because these models may serve as a
useful comparative basis for analyzing there two groups, a brief overview of these models
follows.
In Phinney’s 1992 components model of ethnic identity development, there are
three parts in the development of Asian American ethnic identity. The first part of the
model is the affective component, which is a measure of how strongly the individual feels
a sense of belonging and commitment to her or his ethnic community. This component is
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associated with how positive are the person’s feelings towards their ethnicity. As
suggested in the aforementioned literature, Phinney also finds that Asian Americans
exhibit both positive and negative perceptions of their ethnicity and a balance that may
shift over time. The second element of this model is cognitive, which focuses on the
extent to which individuals adopt or are interested in their ethnicity in terms of its history,
traditions and values. The final component of development is behavioral which examines
the level of the individual’s involvement in activities related to their ethnicity. Such
activities may include practicing cultural traditions, eating their ethnic foods, and
speaking ethnic languages.
In her 1994 version of the components model, Laura Uba echoes Phinney in
positing three aspects of Asian American ethnic development: conscious recognition of
ethnicity, adoption of ethnic identity, activation of ethnic identity. Combining Phinney’s
affective and cognitive components, Uba’s conscious recognition of ethnicity involves
recognition of the cultural characteristics of the ethnic group. The adoption of ethnicity
is similar to Phinney’s affective component in which an ethnic identity is integrated into
the individual’s personality and creates a connection between the individual and his or
her ethnicity. Finally, activation of one’s ethnic identity is the use of the individual’s
ethnicity in guiding behavior; this may either be conscious or unconscious and is
situation-dependent.
In a slightly different developmental model of ethnic identity development,
Derald Wing Sue suggests five different stages of a progressive development of Asian
American ethnic identity (1981). The process of ethnic identity development begins
initially with a period of conformity in which the individual reflects a preference for and
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identification with the mainstream dominant culture. For Asian Americans, Sue argues
that the history of American media negatively portraying Asian Americans contributes to
this phase. Following conformity, the individual enters the stage of dissonance in which
the individual recognizes contradictions between negative external conceptions and
positive personal perceptions of their ethnicity. Gloria Chun’s explanation of Asian
Americans’ period of identity crisis describes this stage well: “Asian Americans, who no
longer wish to ascribe to white norms and values…realize that self-contempt and
confusion were natural responses to the disciplining and defining gaze of white America”
(Chun 2000). It is during this phase that individuals realize their status as minorities and
the racial and ethnic prejudices that accompany their position.
As a result, he or she enters a stage of resistance and immersion in which the
individual proactively seeks to immerse her or himself in their ethnic culture and
traditions. Moreover, during this stage, individuals also actively search for instances of
racial or ethnic prejudice against their ethnic group. However, as resistance and
immersion continues, a stage of introspection occurs in which individuals begin to realize
the negative aspects of full immersion and outward resistance to the dominant culture.
Integrative awareness is eventually produced in which individuals are able to reconcile
the conflict between the dominant culture and their own ethnicities and they begin
“picking and choosing” from both cultures.
Gudykunst suggests that because most of these ethnic identity models were
created as descriptive frameworks, it is impossible to gauge their validity through any
research amount of research (2001). These models were created for counselors to better
understand and treat Asian Americans with their unique processes of ethnic identity
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formation. Nevertheless, they carry a number of implications that may be relevant for the
study at hand.
For example, in the context of the previous discussion of collectivist versus
individual orientations, it would be expected that those reflecting latter stages of ethnic
identity development would exhibit greater collectivist tendencies, including more or
stronger references to family involvement and obligations. Moreover, given the latter
stages of active cultural and ethnic practices in these models, those in these latter stages
may also be expected to use their ethnic languages to a greater extent (Gudykunst 2001).
Finally, the ethnicity and/or racial identities of friends, close friends and partners may
also be related to ethnic identity development; it would be expected that those reflecting
greater ethnic identity development would also share more networks with other Asian
Americans.

Asian Americans as the Model Minority
In closing, it is necessary to present a cautionary note that the nature of this study
requires it to exclusively focus on Korean American college students. As such, the
literature that has been presented here broadly reviews what has been suggested generally
about parachute kids and second generation Korean Americans that may be relevant for
the current research endeavor. As a result, it may be easy to fall prey to the
misconception that these students are somehow reflective of all Korean and Asian
Americans, disregarding the incredible geographic and socioeconomic and class diversity
that exists within the Korean and Asian American population. A significant amount of
research has been conducted on Asian Americans to combat exactly these sorts of
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generalizations and this section closes with a brief overview of one particularly prevalent
and dangerous misconception: the Model Minority Myth.
Since the racist exclusionary policies of the late 1800s and early 1900s, the
perception of Asian Americans in the American national consciousness has experienced a
dramatic shift from one of utter dehumanization to one of almost super-human status.
Indeed, the position of Asian Americans has evolved into a view of Asian Americans as a
“super” minority with the inherent capability for success and achievement, something
that has bestowed upon the group the label of the “model minority.” The effects of this
notion can be seen politically, socially, and also in terms of education.
The view of Asian Americans as the model minority stems from the belief that
they have achieved an exceptional level of accomplishment and success through hard
work and determination –something that has even earned Asian Americans the label of
the “new Jews” (Wu 2002). However, this celebration of economic success and
educational accomplishment ignores the darker reality that it has largely been a used as a
justification for the continued neglect of other minorities. Moreover, the model minority
claim also overlooks the hardships and obstacles that continue to define the lives of many
Asian Americans.
The media has been the primary agent for the propagation of the model minority
myth. For example, in 1986, both NBC Nightly News and McNeil/Lehrer Report aired
separate special news segments on the successes of Asian American students (Takaki
1998). This was followed in 1987 by another CBS 60 Minutes episode praising Asian
American educational achievement. Not surprisingly, questions that were asked in the
episode reflected sweeping assumptions about the entire Asian American community;
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one question asked “[w]hy are Asian Americans doing so exceptionally well in school?”
Periodicals and magazines also reinforced this discourse. One edition of U.S. News and
World Report carried a cover story on Asian Americans and their “advances,” while
Time magazine even referred to Asian Americans as a “meteoric minority” that was the
driving force behind “The Changing Face of America” (Takaki 1998). Even on
campuses, media served to reinforce this increasingly typecast view of Asian Americas
with Newsweek entitling the cover of their college campus magazine “Asian Americans:
The Drive to Excel” with the lead article blatantly entitled: “Asian Americans: A Model
Minority” (Takaki 1998).
Deborah Woo explores the media’s subtle role in disseminating the model
minority myth (2000). For example, she analyzes an April 1998 edition of The
Washington Post, in which a Korean-American born of immigrant parents was touted as
the “classic dream of entrepreneurial Americans.” The article explains the rise to success
of Jeong Kim, who went from “working the night shift at 7-11 to put himself through
school” to “[selling] his company –for 1 billion” (2002). From the headline, it seems at
first that Kim earned his success through determined hard work and a bit of clever
ingenuity. Later in the article, it is revealed that Kim’s company partially funded its
venture with a grant from the federal government for small, minority-owned businesses.
While the article does mention this as a factor in Kim’s success, Woo suggests that
articles such as these only serve to reinforce the model minority myth in their framing
(i.e. headline).
Most importantly, the model minority has proven especially harmful for those
Asian ethnic groups that are not achieving the sorts of successes that the myth
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promulgates. For example many Asians have been “rendered invisible” such as Hmong,
Downtown Chinese, elderly Japanese, old Filipino farm laborers, and others (Takaki
1998). This, in turn, has led to the denial of social services for these needy groups:
Government officials have sometimes denied funding for special service
programs designed to help Asian Americans learn English and find
employment… [f]ailing to realize that there are poor Asian families,
college administrators have sometimes excluded Asian-American students
from Educational Opportunity Programs, which are intended for all
students from low-income families (Takaki 1998).
With the appearance of such readily attainable success, the model minority myth has
resulted in anti-Asian American sentiment that has become a chronic problem for some
educational institutions in recent years. For example, racial acronyms for prestigious
schools with large Asian student bodies (i.e. Made In Taiwan), discriminatory graffiti on
the walls of school buildings, and racially motivated incidents involving violence can all
be seen as a consequence of the myth (Takaki 1998).
The need to clearly and permanently refute the model minority myth is essential
for a true sense of Asian American autonomy to arise. While this paper is not intended to
directly dispel the Model Minority Myth, research on these two seemingly distinct groups
of Asian Americans can demonstrate the diversity of the Asian American community that
underlies the need to challenge such myths.
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Research Design and Methodology

As suggested by a review of the literature, very little research has been done on
the small but growing population of parachute kids from Korea. While second generation
Korean Americans are a part of the study to the extent that they are the control group, the
focus of the study was to learn more about the ethnic identities of Korean parachute kids
in the United States.
As such, the research design was planned to accommodate the special
characteristics of the population of Korean parachute kids. Most importantly for the
purposes of research methodology, parachute kids are differentiated from the second
generation of Korean Americans in that they are a much smaller population. Therefore,
their relatively small numbers necessitated the utilization of a research technique that
would allow for the survey of a smaller number of cases. For this reason, the use of
qualitative over quantitative research methods carried greater applicability for this study.
The decision to conduct qualitative research reflects the benefits of such methods over
quantitative evaluation. Indeed, Michael Patton notes that “qualitative measures typically
produce a wealth of detailed information about a much smaller number of people and
cases [which] increases understanding of the cases and situations studied” (1990).
Amidst these advantages, qualitative research also has a number of disadvantages such as
the reduction in generalizability that accompanies such exploring a smaller sample of the
population. Nevertheless, considering the difficulty of recruiting Korean parachute kids
in light of their small population, there are few options for researchers who are interested
in studying this group.
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Of the qualitative research techniques that are available including participantobservation, open-ended interviewing and analysis of written documents, the interview
was selected as the instrument for this study. Because this project aimed to explore
several key aspects of the lives of these parachute kids and second generation Korean
Americans, the interview best allowed the researcher the ability to explore these parts of
their lives. The other two qualitative techniques were rejected for logistical and
pragmatic reasons including time considerations for participant-observation and
procurement issues with the method of document analysis.
Prior to start of this research project, an application was made to the Institutional
Review Board of the University of Pennsylvania for the interview phase of the project.
Appendix A contains a copy of the cover letter and Informed Consent Form submitted to
the IRB (Appendix A-1).

Definitions
As mentioned previously, there are very few established definitions for what it
means to be a parachute kid. However, it was necessary for this study’s process of
subject recruitment to define what these terms would be for this project. Because this
study’s aim was to explore parachute kids who epitomized what it meant to be a student
who “parachuted” alone to the United States, parachute kids were defined rather
specifically with the intention of reducing potentially confounding variables and to guide
the research in recruiting appropriate subjects. The basic criteria for parachute kids as
they were recruited for this project were:
•
•

They were born and raised in South Korea.
They did not spend an extended amount of time in a foreign country.
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•
•
•
•

They arrived to the United States unaccompanied by their parents.
They were no younger than 12 when they arrived to the U.S.
They were currently undergraduates.
They were no older than 25 years of age.

There were a few exceptions that were made to these criteria, but the subjects were
allowed to remain in the sample group due to the negligible impact of their unique
circumstances. These instances are explained in the demographics portion of the Results.
Not surprisingly, there was significantly less ambiguity regarding what it meant to
be a second generation Korean American. For the purposes of my study, a secondgeneration Korean American was defined it in this way:
•
•
•
•
•

They were born and raised in the United States of first generation Korean
immigrants.
They did not spend an extended period of time in a foreign country.
They attended high school in the U.S.
They were currently enrolled as an undergraduate.
They were no older than 25 years of age.

The Interview
The interview was designed to be largely informal, with a projected time of thirty
to forty minutes for each interview, although some interviews took a longer or shorter
amount of time. Interview Schedules in their entirety are included in the Appendices;
see Appendix D for the Parachute Kids’ interview schedule and see Appendix E for the
Second Generation Korean Americans’ interview schedule.
Following a brief introduction, each interview was preceded by the presentation
and explanation of the Informed Consent Form as approved by the Institutional Review
Board of the University of Pennsylvania. After each interviewee completed reading and
signing the Informed Consent Form, the option to end the interview at any time was
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reiterated. In addition to the notification in the Informed Consent form, each interviewee
was also asked to verbally consent to the digital voice recording of the interview.
There were two different interview schedules for the two groups studied. Both
interviews contained the same seven topics and each topic was presented in the same
order for both sample groups. However, as presented in the literature, parachute kids and
second generation Korean Americans differ based on a number of points. Therefore, the
two schedules differed slightly in the questions contained in each section of the interview
depending upon applicability to the groups. The seven topics included the Introduction,
Language, Culture, Religion, Academics, Future and Dating.
The interview began with a number of general introductory questions based
on demographics. In addition to establishing the demographic background of the
interviewee, this introductory section was also used to build rapport with the researcher
through relatively simple questions such as year and place of birth. Other questions were
also used in order to explore potential differentiating factors between the two groups. For
example, parachute kids were asked the following:
a. Have you lived anywhere else before coming to the United States?
b. At what age did you arrive to the United States?
c. Did anyone accompany you?
One way these responses were used was to filter possible parachute kids who may have
been ineligible for the study. Take, as a hypothetical example, a person who spent an
extended period of time in the United Kingdom prior to arrival in the United States
despite having been born in Korea. Such a person would still be considered a parachute
kid if she or he came unaccompanied but would not fit the eligibility criteria of this study.
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Moreover, the age of arrival may also be expected to impact the formation of an ethnic
identity as would the temporary presence of a parent or relative who accompanied the
parachute kid to the United States.
The Language portion of the interview dealt specifically with the usage and
consequences of either English or Korean. The questions pertaining to language on both
of the interview schedules explore an important part of the ethnic identities of these
students. In fact Jo even argues that “Korean-American students’ meanings of ethnicity
are constantly reshaped through their interaction with language” (2002). For parachute
kids, questions were asked regarding language preference, difficulties associated with
English learning, and the extent of English language instruction prior to arrival. Some of
these questions also overlapped for second generation Korean Americans who may have
also experienced language obstacles in their earlier years:
d. What was your first language?
i. If your language was a language other than English, did that
pose any obstacles for you when you were young?
e. What language do you use when speaking with your parents?
f. What language do you use when speaking with your friends?
g. What language or languages did your parents encourage you to use at
home?
The final question regarding language usage at home was asked to second generation
Korean Americans in order to gauge the level of parental involvement in the usage and/or
retention of language within the home environment.
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The next section, despite being broadly entitled Culture, contained general
questions regarding the interviewees’ views on their own Korean or “American” identity.
These questions addressed the interviewees’ opinions on American customs, values and
traditions and the difficulty or ease with which each group adopted these cultural aspects.
The second generation Korean Americans were also asked to evaluate, on their own
terms, the difficulty or ease with which their parents adopted American culture. Finally,
both groups were asked additional questions regarding general aspects of a national
culture including food and holidays.
The next section of questions explored the extent of the interviewees’ religious
involvement, if any. In order to ensure that each interviewee was comfortable with
discussing this topic, each interviewee was reminded again at this point that they could
decline any question as well as terminate the interview at any point thereafter. Once
consent was obtained, general questions regarding religious affiliation were asked. If the
respondent answered in the affirmative, then further probe subject included the ethnic
composition of the religious organization as well as the origin of practice, i.e. the role of
parental influence. The addition of three key questions differentiated the parachute kids’
schedule from that of the second generation’s:
h. Do your parents attend religious services? Is it the same denomination?
i. Did you attend religious services in Korea?
j. If not, what made you decide to attend services in America?
These questions were selected in an attempt to explore the impact of religious affiliation
for parachute kids. If parachute kids did not affiliate with a particular religion in Korea,
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these questions would allow the researcher to explore the reasons for attending religious
services in America, as well as the impact of such affiliation on the individual.
Because all of these interviews were conducted at a considerably selective
undergraduate institution, academics were presumed to be an important aspect of the
interviewees’ lives. As suggested by the literature, Korean parents place a significant
amount of emphasis on educational attainment and so this section attempted to explore
the similarities and differences in the interplay of ethnicity and academics for these two
groups. This section contained various questions pertaining to the high school and
college experiences of these students to increase the accuracy of recall as well as the fact
that most parachute kids during their high school years. Despite the given differences
between the two groups, both interview schedules were very similar in content.
Parachute kids were additionally asked whether they continued at the next grade level
from the one they completed in Korea. The bulk of the common questions asked to both
groups included those regarding the demographics of their high school
(number/percentage of Asian American, Korean American and parachute students) as
well as the interviewees’ involvement in student groups related to their ethnicity/race.
Finally, a number of questions explored their current choice of study and how they came
to select it, including questions regarding the influence of their parents.
The next section asked the interviewees’ opinions regarding their future. After an
initial projection on where the interviewee would be in ten years, the next set of questions
compared this answer to the career choice that interviewee’s parents expected or desired
of the interviewee as well as her or his views on the attitudes of the parents. This section
also allowed the researcher to explore how their future plans had been influenced by their
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unique experiences as either a parachute kid or as children of immigrants. For example,
parachute kids were asked if they planned to remain in the United States after they
completed their undergraduate education while second generation Korean Americans
were asked if they ever planned to work or study in Korea or in another foreign country.
Questions regarding dating were placed at the end of the interview in order to
ensure that the interviewees were comfortable with the interviewer by this point to
answer relatively sensitive questions. For this portion of the interview, both interview
schedules contained the same questions. If the interviewees were currently involved in a
relationship, they were asked for the ethnicity of the person. Interviewees were also
asked on their views towards Korean students (left purposely ambiguous) dating outside
of their ethnicity and whether they had ever dated outside of their ethnicity. Finally,
interviewees were also asked on the views of the parents, if any, regarding the ethnicity
of their partner.

Selection of Sample/Site
Because of the small size of the population of parachute kids, the recruitment of
subjects for this portion of the study entailed greater effort and time relative to the
recruitment of second generation Korean Americans. The primary method of recruitment
of parachute kids was through voluntary responses to a general email asking for
parachute kids that was sent to the members of the student group Koreans at Penn (KAP).
Potential subjects were also informed that they would receive compensation for their time
in the form of a small ($10) gift certificate to the Penn Bookstore and that the selection of
the site and date/time of the interview would be at their convenience. As the student
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organization devoted to the general population of Korean students studying at the
University of Pennsylvania, KAP organization seemed to be the most appropriate source
of initial recruitment. See Appendix B for a copy of the letter sent to Koreans At Penn.
From the email responses, a number of volunteers were screened as per the eligibility
criteria for parachute kids. In an ongoing process of recruitment, interviewed subjects
from this pool were also asked to refer other eligible parachute kids for the study in a
process of snowball sampling.
A similar process of recruitment was used for second generation Korean
Americans. A general email was sent to all the members of the Korean Student
Association asking for second generation Korean Americans to volunteer for the study.
See Appendix C for a copy of the letter sent to the Koreans Students Association. The
Korean Student Association at the University of Pennsylvania is a student organization
for all students interested in Korean culture but the majority of its members are of the
second generation. Potential subjects were again informed of the compensation for their
time and again allowed to respond with the most convenient location, date, and time for
the interview. However, unlike the recruitment process of parachute kids, the response to
the general email provided enough subjects for the study and there was no need to recruit
more subjects through snowball sampling.
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Results

In this section, the results of the interviews are presented with a discussion of the
significance of the findings.

Demographics
A total of sixteen students were interviewed for this study. All of those
interviewed were current undergraduates enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania.
Eight students who met the eligibility criteria for parachute kids were interviewed while
another eight students who met the eligibility criteria for second generation Korean
Americans were interviewed as the control group.
Basic Demographic Data for the parachute kids sample is included in Appendix
F. Of the parachute kids sample, three subjects were male and five subjects were
females. Year of birth ranged from 1982 to 1987 with two freshman, two sophomores,
one junior, and three seniors. All with the exception of one were born in Seoul, Korea.
One subject was born in Urbana-Champaign, Illinois, while her family was temporarily in
the United States but she along with her family left America when she was two years old.
Although she was not born in Korea as per the eligibility criteria, her short stay in the
United States at a very young age allowed her to be excepted from the eligibility criteria
based on the negligible effects of having stayed in the United States for such a short
period of time.
All of the parachute kids arrived during or immediately prior to their high school
years. Six subjects reported arriving alone and while two subjects arrived with their
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mother or both parents who stayed temporarily to make further arrangements for their
children. Another exception was made to the eligibility criteria as the length of time their
parents accompanied the children for was a negligible two to four weeks and only on a
temporary basis to make arrangements for the subjects.
Demographic data for the second generation Korean American sample is included
in Appendix G. Six of the subjects were female and two were male. Years of birth
ranged from 1984 to 1986 with a school-year distribution of 4 seniors, 2 juniors, and 2
sophomores.
All parachute kids identified themselves as either Korean (5) or Asian (3) with no
subjects identifying as Korean-American . In contrast, four second generation Korean
American subjects identified as Korean and four subjects identified as Korean-American.
That half of the American-born and American-raised second generation Korean
American subjects did not offer a hyphenated identity for their ethnicity is an interesting
result; the expected response for this population would be to identify as a hyphenated
Korean American. One possible explanation for this may be taken from Mary Waters’
work on the voluntary and involuntary assumption of ethnicity. The suggestion that
ethnic identities are options and that ethnicities are ascribed to non-whites may be
reflected in this case through the internalization of Korean ethnicity for these second
generation Korean Americans. In fact, their identification as solely Korean may suggest
the integration of popularly held misconceptions regarding their ethnicity into their
identity. For example, the myth of Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners may serve to
reinforce subjects’ views of themselves as solely Korean and not a Korean American.
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Language
Questions related to language resulted in some interesting observations for
parachute kids. In terms of usage, all parachute kids reported speaking to their parents in
Korean. One subject, however, reported an increase in mixing English and Korean as she
lost some Korean: “it’s just weird because since I came here I usually speak English more
now, so I kinda lose some words and forget more complicated words that I learned in
middle school.” The theme of “losing” aspects of their Korean identity through language
was echoed by other students as well. In fact, some students suggested that they felt that
they had become more “Americanized” as they increasingly forgot parts of their Korean
vocabulary.
Most parachute kids reported using a mixture of Korean and English when
speaking to their friends, frequently describing what resulted as “Konglish”: speech
involving the simultaneous use of both Korean and English in the same sentence. A
number of subjects reported speaking English on a regular basis with their fellow
parachute kid friends in order to improve their English speaking skills; in fact, some
students recalled purposely staying away from fellow parachute kids in high school with
the specific intent of quickly learning English. Nevertheless, because of the basic
English education that was taught during their elementary and middle school years in
Korea, all subjects reported basic English language education. Additionally, four of the
subjects reported having attended hakwon, which is the Korean term for an afterschool or
weekend academic learning center. Of the four students that took these additional
hakwon English classes, three students reported that English proved to be difficult but not
entirely an overwhelming obstacle. In contrast, those who did not attend hakwon
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reported their experiences to be very difficult; one student recalled her facing the
obstacles posed by English in this way:
“I was taking mostly ESL courses, and even those were hard for me.
When I think back, I still get embarrassed about some stuff, but most of
them are not really big deal now so…I guess your English improves, like
you have to go through those obstacles to improve, but yeah, those were
painful…”
In particular, subjects reported that finding it difficult to follow the slang and
colloquial English of their fellow students. One subject said that she found it difficult to
follow what the other students were discussing about popular culture: “you know, I was
like very behind on media…like Seinfeld and stuff.”
However, when subjects were asked which language they were most comfortable
speaking now, while six subjects answered Korean as expected, two subjects reported
English as their more comfortable language. One of these subjects reported the reason
for this as being: “I’m at this stage where English and Korean are almost the same…I
mean, I wouldn’t say my English is perfect, but I’m finding that my Korean is slipping.”
This suggests that at least some parachute kids became more comfortable with their
English not because they necessarily learned more (although that must certainly be true),
but also because they were losing Korean language skills. This finding poses interesting
implications for ethnic identity retention and loss in that implies that some parachute kids
may come to an amalgamated ethnic identity through a process of losing parts of their
Korean ethnicity rather than or in addition to, adopting American culture into their
identities.
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For second generation Korean Americans, questions pertaining to language
produced few results. For all subjects, Korean was reported to be the first language that
they learned. When asked questions regarding the difficulties of Korean being their first
language, only one subject reported language not presenting any obstacles when they
were younger. Five of the eight subjects reported having participated in English as a
Second Language (ESL) programs of some sort, while two students recalled experiencing
significant obstacles regarding Korean as their first language. One student reported his
younger years to be “traumatizing” because of the language barrier, recalling an instance
in which he was unable to go to the bathroom because he could not communicate his
need to the teacher.

Culture
Despite the broad heading, as aforementioned, this section contained questions
that explored the subjects’ views of American and Korean culture, focusing on such
cultural customs as holidays, sports, and food.
One major theme that emerged from the subjects’ responses in this section that
differentiated parachute kids from second generation Korean Americans was that
parachute kids felt neither fully Korean nor fully American. However, this ambiguous
identity did not seem to be a source of significant stress or discomfort.
All of the parachute kids reported feeling at times like an American and at other
times like a Korean. Some subjects’ responses additionally suggested an ability to
choose between their Korean or American identities, reflecting a certain degree of agency
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on the part of parachute kids to choose between the two cultures, particularly in college.
For example, one parachute kid subject said that she “switches” between identities:
“I guess I switch back and forth but sometimes like there are some aspects
I like about American culture and others I like about Korean so I guess
that helps when I’m trying to be flexible and I can switch it back and
forth.”
This suggests that their ambiguous position as not entirely American and not entirely
Korean actually allows them some level of control or as the subject mentioned,
flexibility.
Indeed, one student dealt with the stress of a new environment by actively trying
to adapt to the culture she faced in school by participating in a number of extracurricular
activities that she perceived “white people praised,” and her excellence in these activities
made her feel comfortable with her new environment:
It was a really small school so everyone knew each other…and rumors got spread
really easily…and it was stressful, so I tried to survive by learning their culture.
So from sophomore year I participated in lots of extracurricular activities like
rowing and squash and things that white people…that they praise. Crew was the
first thing that I participated in although I had no background in it and it was
really hard…but I got used to it.
Another interesting aspect of this subject’s statement was her conception of “white” as
“American.” This echoes the similar phenomenon as experienced by first and second
generation Asian American immigrants in Gudykunst as previously mentioned (2001).
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Two parachute kids also reported feeling very American or very Korean
dependent on the circumstances. Interestingly, while second generation Korean
Americans reported feeling even more Korean when around fellow Koreans or Korean
Americans in the United States, parachute kids reported feeling very American at their
traditional Korean ceremonies and even back home with friends:
Um, yeah. I would say it happens when I’m in a situation where it’s like
extremely American or like extremely Korean; that’s like when I’m at my
relatives for like Choo-Suhk (Korean Thanksgiving), I’ll feel really
American, but like I actually play squash for Penn, then I feel really
Korean, or like Asian since they’re all like American.
Second generation Korean American subjects offered slightly different answers.
Similar to the parachute kids, the second generation subjects did say that in America they
felt very Asian/Korean. Half of the sample mentioned that they felt very American when
they traveled abroad, particularly in Korea, in the same way that parachute kids reported
feeling American at traditional customs and rituals in Korea. Moreover, the second
generation subjects reported feeling very Korean when they were around other Korean
people in America, frequently referring to a “common bond” and a shared sense of
ethnicity with other Korean Americans. The existence of this bond in the United States
with fellow Korean Americans –but not in Korea, reflects the recognition of their
membership in a community of Korean ethnics in the United States. Indeed, three
subjects stated that they felt the urge to express their ethnicity particularly when they felt
that their Korean identity “came into question;” for example, this would occur when the
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subjects experienced racism or when they witnessed their parents experiencing
discrimination.
When asked what American ideas, values and customs they found to be the most
difficult to adopt, all parachute kid subjects reported finding it difficult to adopt the
openness of American society on multiple levels. For example, one recurrent topic that
arose in this portion of the interview involved differing views of relationships and sexual
maturation. Four of the subjects mentioned such difficulties as including public displays
of affection, sex education in classrooms, and their first encounters with homosexuality.
A second theme mentioned by five of the eight subjects involved the very different
respect tradition they experienced both in the classroom between teachers and students
(i.e. sitting cross-legged in front of teachers) and in popular culture between parents and
children (i.e. calling parents by the first name). Finally, students also found it difficult to
adapt to the new school environment with its emphasis of class participation.
However, despite all of these difficulties, when asked about whether they faced
the same difficulties today, every subject reported feeling much more open to American
ideas, values and customs after their high school years. In fact, many of their responses
even included their own personal assessment of the two different cultures, frequently
drawing a comparison to their parents’ views: For example, one student replied in this
way:
Sometimes my parents get embarrassed when I talk to them about some of my
ideas and they are like oh you are Americanized already. I guess it’s a little true,
like I don’t understand some Korean cultures. Like to me, for some aspects,
America is more right, and that’s changed.
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This is interesting in that it directly contradicts the and to a certain extent, even
undermines the power of their parents. Another student stated that he would never have
been involved as heavily in Lacrosse or gotten his ear pierced had he lived with his
parents, saying that he “felt more free” to break from Korean customs in the United
States. Many of the subjects described their high schools as being very liberal and
suggested that their school environment contributed greatly to their eventual adoption of
these American values and customs, particularly in adopting the different respect
tradition between teachers and students.
Second generation Korean Americans reported that they did not find it difficult to
adopt American customs, ideas, or values. However, three of the subjects noted how
difficult it was for their parents to adopt the same aspects of American culture; all of
these subjects alluded to the tensions at home that resulted from their parents’ difficulty
with American culture. Indeed, all three of these subjects directly related their parents’
difficulties into their own lives and mentioned how they struggled with their parents’
views of children’s independence in the United States. This is clearly related to one of
the fundamental differences between American and Asian cultures as mentioned in the
literature regarding the difference between individualist and collectivist societal
orientations. What is striking here is how these second generation subjects related their
adoption of American culture to their parents’ adoption of culture. As in the previous
discussion of ethnic identification and racism, this reflects the impact and importance of
parents in the lives of these subjects.
When asked what their favorite holidays were, parachute kids overwhelmingly
reported Korean holidays as their favorite, including Choo-Suhk, the equivalent of
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Thanksgiving, as well as Suhl-Nahl, or Korean New Year’s. Interestingly, the second
generation subjects reported all American holidays such as Christmas and Thanksgiving
in addition to the traditional Korean holidays that the parachute kids mentioned. One
difference between the parachute kids and the second generation subjects’ responses
regarding the Korean holidays was the increased emphasis that the second generation
placed on the role of family in these holidays. It was particularly important for these
subjects that these Korean holidays allowed them to experience family involvement,
ethnic food, and the maintenance of their Korean culture. As such, these responses again
indicated the importance of the family environment and parental involvement in the
exercising their Korean ethnicity.
Some of the most striking differences in the responses of parachute kids and the
second generation emerged when they were asked which team they would support during
the Olympics. 5 Parachute kids acknowledged supporting Korea wholeheartedly; one
subject enthusiastically stated “Korea, of course!” However, two students stated that they
supported Korea conditionally, stating that it depended on the sport and whether or not it
was a traditionally American sport: “for like more American sports like baseball and
stuff, I guess the American team…but like really strong competitive ones like soccer,
definitely Korea…” This is another example of these subjects’ flexibility with their
ethnic identities; they allow their own experiences with these sports to wield significant
influence in which country they would support. For example, the aforementioned subject
played “traditionally American sports” such as lacrosse and football, which clearly
affected his answers. Surprisingly, one parachute kid subject immediately said that she
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would support the United States Olympic Team and after a pause, even asked how the
other parachute kids responded to this question.
The responses from the second generation Korean Americans were in stark
contrast to the answers of the parachute kids. Every second generation subject replied
that they would support the Korean team. While two subjects did mention the U.S. team,
they did so conditionally, stating that they would only support the American team if they
were not competing against the Korean team. Their responses seem to echo their
responses to how they identified ethnically; in the same way that American-born and
American-raised Korean Americans would be expected to identify as a hyphenated
identity, at least some of the subjects would be expected to support the American team.
The fact that none of the subjects supported the American team when they had the
option to, suggests that for second generation Korean Americans, they express their
ethnicity particularly when it is somehow threatened or put into competition against
another (eg. United States). For example, one subject answered the question of which
team she supported in this way: “Oh, Korea, for some reason yes; I never root for the
American team. We’re amazing, too, considering that we’re such a small country.” It is
interesting that the subject says “we’re so amazing.” An intercultural event like the
Olympics seems to allow these students the ability to express pride in their ethnicity, the
same way that they reported that their ethnicity flares up when they experience
discrimination and racism. What is significant here is that second generation Korean
American felt as if they needed to explain why they rooted for the Korean team, often
prefacing their choice by stating how America “already has so many medals,” or how
Korea is the “underdog.”
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The section of questions pertaining to food also presented a number of interesting
results. Surprisingly, less than half of the eight parachute kid subjects reported Korean as
their favorite food. Of those three respondents, one of them explained her preference for
Korean food to be because she found American food to be too greasy for her palate,
reflecting a certain level of comfort and purpose (healthier) to appreciating their ethnic
food. Five students listed either Japanese or Italian as their favorite food. Similar to the
student who chose Korean food because it was less greasy than American food, two of
the parachute kids who had identified Japanese as their favorite food also listed among
the reasons for this that it was less greasy than American food. Interpreted differently,
this seems to be another negotiation of ethnic identities in which the subject compromises
between what is comfortable (Korean food) with what is new (American food) to find
something that is both similar and different from the traditional ethnic cuisine (Japanese
food). Indeed, one of the subjects who had listed Japanese as her favorite food noted that
it was partially because it was healthier than American food, but that it was also because
she had not had the opportunity to experience Japanese cuisine when she was living in
Korea.
Surprisingly, and in contrast to the Korean-born parachute kids, every second
generation Korean American interviewed listed their favorite food or dish to be Korean.
Unlike the parachute kids who often made their decision based on how healthy the
various foods were, the actual taste of the food seemed to be more important for the
second generation subjects. Indeed, another noticeable difference between the parachute
kids and the second generation subjects during these questions was the manner in which
they described their favorite food or dish. The second generation subjects were very
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enthusiastic in describing which Korean dish was their favorite. One student chose
Dukbukki, or spicy Korean rice cakes, exclaiming that it was “awesome” and that he
could “eat it forever.” Food, like the Olympics, seems to be another opportunity for the
second generation Korean Americans to express their attachment to their ethnic identity
in a complete and voluntary way on their own terms.

Religion
In terms of religious affiliation, parachute kids stood in stark contrast to their
second generation counterparts. For example, every second generation Korean American
respondent reported having experienced some sort of Christianity at some point in their
lives, often as a result of their family’s involvement. However, only half of the sample
actually reported being a practicing Christian. Of the parachute kids sample, only four of
the eight parachute kids interviewed reported a religious affiliation of any sort.
Moreover, of the four subjects who did report a religious affiliation, only one respondent
actually practiced on a regular basis. One of the other subjects reported that she had
previously attended a Christian church in high school but no longer felt the need to attend
now; when asked why she continued and then ended practicing religion, this was her
response:
Well, to continue from Korea…but…more because I lived alone since I
was like fourteen…I realize now that was kind of young…I mean,
relatively, it wasn’t like I was homesick or something, but because I lived
alone I guess it helped to go to church. I mean it’s not really the same
here in college though.”
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What is interesting here is that the sense of community that the second generation Korean
Americans recognized in their parents’ churches is echoed in this response, where the
subject attended church in order to “continue from Korea.” However, the fact that she no
longer attended religious services in college reflects a greater acculturation in that she
feels less of a need to fit into a community.
In fact, responses from two of the non-practicing subjects reflected a greater sense
of autonomy in deciding whether or not to attend religious services based on their desire
to practice their faith, rather than to fit into a social community. For example, one
student explained her decision to no longer practice as resulting from taking issue with
the style of religious practice: “In Korea I go to church every week, but here I don’t get
along very well. Like it’s so different, like the band playing and stuff.” This is
interesting because the subject takes issue with the way religion is practiced, reflecting
the importance of practicing the religion for her, rather than what social purpose religious
practice had for her.
In contrast, while only four of the second generation respondents practiced
religion, all of the subjects recognized the importance and role of religion for their
parents. One subject stated that she “understood the sense of community” that factored
heavily in her parents’ devotion to Christianity and their church, while another subject
stated that she “felt like an outsider” specifically because she did not practice any
religion. Among the reasons listed by students for their parents’ involvement in church
activities were the familiarity of being around people of the same ethnic group, the
opportunity to network and give and receive help when needed, and the creation of a
forum to express common problems and issues faced by the church’s members. These
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comments suggest that regardless of whether or not they practice, these second
generation Korean American subjects recognize the importance of religion for their
parents as contributing to building a Korean American community.

Academics and Future
The results of portion of the interviews pertaining to academics and future will be
presented together here as the responses of both sample groups frequently segued into
both sections.
Not surprisingly, because both sample groups were recruited from an
undergraduate institution, academics were expressed to be an important part of the lives
of both parachute kids and second generation Korean Americans. All eight of the
parachute kids that were interviewed attended private boarding schools (prior to their
undergraduate career) where the predominant ethnicity reported was white/Caucasian.
Interestingly, four of the eight students reported having predominantly white friends
despite the presence of other Korean/American and Asian American students. In fact,
most students explained that they proactively sought to acculturate themselves through
traditionally American extracurricular activities and sports, as presented in previous
examples. Moreover, two students also reported purposely staying away from fellow
parachute kids in order to more quickly learn English and adapt to American culture.
Interpreted differently, this reflects the greater degree of agency and flexibility that is
exercised over parachute kids’ ethnic identities in that they are able to control how they
develop their personal sense of ethnic identity.
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For the second generation Korean Americans, most reported having attended
relatively diverse schools; six of the eight subjects attended public schools while two
attended private, religiously-affiliated schools. Interestingly, while six students did not
recall their school having a Korean or Asian-interest students club (the two that did have
clubs reported that they were not involved), two of these subjects stated that if there was
such an organization they were not aware of it or involved in it. What is striking here is
that as undergraduates, all were on some level involved in the Korean Students’
Association in varying capacities, with some subjects very involved and others barely
involved at all. While these subjects were recruited through the Korean Students’
Association, their responses nevertheless seem to reflect an increase in their ethnic
expression as Korean Americans. For example, many students explicitly stated that they
experienced a heightened awareness of their ethnicity, reporting “getting in touch” with
their “inner self” as they matured, particularly during their college years.
In fact, one student served as the president of the Korean Students Association
while another student was also on the executive board for KSA as well being involved in
the Asian Pacific American Heritage Week and the Asian Pacific American Student
Coalition. It was interesting that the person who had reported the least diverse precollege environment at a private Catholic high school reported being the most active in
Korean American and Asian American activities. This not only reflects an increased
understanding of her Korean ethnicity, but also a political recognition of her status as a
minority and an Asian American in the United States. Indeed, another subject was
actively involved n minority rights organizations at the University of Pennsylvania as
well as the Race Dialogue Project.
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One interesting finding that emerged regarding course of study was that four of
the eight parachute kids interviewed reported following a field of study that was present
at some point in their family history. For example, one student who decided to major
economics stated this as his reason: “I chose Econ because my family has a history [in]
economics, my grandfather was an economist and my uncle is too.” What is surprising
here is that it was his choice to enter business after he “beat down” his parents’ dreams of
becoming a doctor or a lawyer. He decided to pursue something that was a tradition in
his family rather than his parents contributing to that decision, and he decided to pursue
economic despite his parents’ explicit desire for him to study another subject. When
asked why he chose to disregard his parents’ wishes, he said: “I just want to try many
things out and figure out what I really want to do.”
Indeed, parachute kids’ responses reflect a surprising degree of independence in
their choice of study. Another subject referred to her father’s wish for her to become a
doctor as a “weird dream.” Instead, she elected to major in psychology despite the fact
that her parents “looked down” on psychology and psychiatry; in fact, she even plans to
pursue clinical psychology which she reports makes her parents feel extremely
uncomfortable.
Even those students who had decided to pursue a field of study that coincided
with what their parents wanted for them to pursue reported being happy with their choice.
One subject remarked while laughing that she felt that she had been “brainwashed” by
her parents into pursuing a pre-medical course of study. However, she stressed the fact
that she had always wanted to become a doctor since she was a little girl and that her
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parents’ desire for her to become a pediatrician happened to be a “mutual goal” for both
parties involved.
The focus shifts from the personal desire of the students to those of the parents in
the responses from the second generation Korean Americans. The previous parachute
kid subject’s light ridicule of her father’s desire for her to become a doctor as a “weird
dream” lies in stark contrast to the second generation Korean Americans who seem to pay
particular attention to the desires of their parents. For example, every one of the
respondents in one way or another mentioned the stereotype of Korean parents desiring
their children go into business, law, medicine. When asked how they decided upon their
course of study, four of the eight respondents either mentioned their parents explicitly or
alluded to the stereotypical expectations of Korean parents.
For example, one subject responded that although she wishes to pursue a career in
business, she also plans to attend law school in order to appease her parents who wanted
her to become a lawyer or politician. When asked why she is going to law school, she
alludes to a sense of guilt for all that her parents have done for her: “They wanted me to
be a doctor or a lawyer, which is kind of why I want to go to law school, I want to just
give them that and get it over with. I mean, they’ve given me so much I really can’t be
selfish as to what I want to do.” Another student replies that she plans to work in
developing countries but that she also plans to pursue an MBA if she can stand to
“torture” herself for two years because her parents always wanted to her to “go down the
corporate path.” She says that this will be a compromise that she says will both appease
her parents as well as assist her in her future career path. Similarly, another subject says
that she will pursue nursing because she does not want to endure medical school but does
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want to please her parents who always wanted her older sister to attend med-school but
who became a teacher.
These negotiations seem to reflect a significant amount of pressure that is placed
on second generation Korean Americans by their parents as well as stress that they
experience as a result of guilt and a sense of obligation to their parents. It echoes the
earlier discussion of the feeling of being “trapped” that many second generation Korean
and Asian Americans experience as a result of the conflict between their home
environment and their own desires. This tension was pronounced in the way they reacted
to their parents’ same attitudes towards their siblings. While one subject admitted that
she was pursuing medicine as a profession because here parents wanted her to, she felt
the urge to prevent the same thing from happening to her siblings. Indeed, three subjects
mentioned this shift of the burden to siblings and reported that it bothered or upset them
when their parents placed significant pressure on their younger siblings to follow a
certain career path –despite the fact that they conceded observing their parents’
suggestions/guidance in selecting their course of study/profession.
When the parachute kid subjects were asked whether they planned to stay in the
United States or return to their home country, their responses again reflected a strong
independence that continued to differentiate them from the second generation Korean
Americans. Five of the eight parachute kids reported that they definitely planned to stay
and work in the United States. What was surprising about this was that they planned to
do so despite their parents’ wishes:
“I think I’ll enjoy living here more.”
How do your parents feel about that?
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“Oh, they’re so mad at me. But since the beginning, I’ve told them that if
you let me go I might stay there. That’s the risk they took.”
Another student plans to stay here despite his recognition of the Korean tradition that
would expect him to return:
Well, they know that I’ll probably stay here, but I they definitely want me
to go back to Korea…because you know there’s the tradition of taking
care of your parents…and I’m like the only child and I’m a boy so it’s
almost expected…but I’m still planning on staying here anyways,
especially if I become a lawyer…I mean I can’t work in Korea then
These decisions reflect a clear independence in parachute kids that is not apparent in the
second generation Korean Americans who, even in their career aspirations, defer in large
part to negotiating with their parents.

Dating
Of the eight parachute kids interviewed, three subjects reported that they were
currently involved in a relationship. Interestingly, all three subjects stated that they were
currently dating a second generation Korean-American person. Surprisingly, five of the
subjects reported having dated outside of their ethnicity and all had done so during their
high school years. One of the subjects who had not dated outside of her ethnicity actually
conveyed a desire to do so, saying that it was “unfortunate” that she had not yet dated a
non-Korean person. When subjects were asked about their parents’ views on their
partners’ ethnicity, all subjects similarly suggested that their parents would be “ok” with
them dating outside of their ethnicity. However, three subjects believed that their parents
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were feigning a more liberal acceptance of other ethnicities for their partners because
they believed that these relationships were impermanent and not, as one subject said,
“irreversible:” “they say they don’t care but I think that it’s only because they know I’m
not going to get married anytime soon.”
Nevertheless, three parachute kid subjects did stated that it would be more
“comfortable” for them to date a fellow Korean person. When asked why, they said that
it would make everyday aspects of life easier such as language and cooking.
Interestingly, these parachute kid subjects did not make a reference to their parents in
explaining why marrying within their ethnicity would be more “comfortable.” Indeed,
for parachute kids, the comfort of dating within their ethnicity seemed to derive from
more personal pragmatic reasons rather than familial considerations.
Of the eight second generation Korean American subjects interviewed, four of
them were currently involved in a relationship and one subject had never been in a
relationship. Of the four that were dating, three of their partners were of Asian descent
and one was Korean American. Five of the subjects reported that they either didn’t care
about or didn’t mind Korean Americans dating outside of their ethnicity. A couple of
subjects strongly supported interracial or interethnic dating with one subject stating that it
was “good;” the other student enthusiastically and emphatically supported it, stating “do
it.”
Nevertheless, similar to the parachute kids, the second generation subjects did
suggest that marrying another Korean or Korean American would be more
“comfortable.” However, these subjects shifted the focus of the reasoning from practical
considerations for themselves to considerations of their parents. For example, one
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subject stated that marrying within her ethnicity would make relations between her
partner and her parents easier: “my mom did say that if me and my brother were to get
married she would prefer Korean just because of the language barrier and stuff.” Another
Korean American, despite being “all for” interracial dating, also stated that she had
recently realized how much more comfortable dating another Korean American was
“It’s weird, because now that I’m dating a Korean, I can see…there are so
many aspects that are really easy, really comfortable because there are
similar experienced from our past, both our parents came to this country
and worked and whatnot”
Moreover, while she dated an African American student she recalls losing many of her
Korean American male friends as well as receiving “looks” at parties; she was careful to
note that it was her current relationship with a Korean American that showed her how
comfortable it was to date within her own ethnicity. However, the striking similarities
between all of these respondents’ comments involve their parents and their consideration
for them. Interestingly, when the previous subject was asked about how her parents
reacted to her dating outside of her ethnicity, she responded in this way:
“Oh no. Well, they found out after we broke up…if he had found our
earlier, my dad would have killed me…because you know there are
tensions in the communities…and my dad has been like robbed many
times and he had his friends killed by some members of the black
community….my mom is more open-minded though…”
This statement is revealing in that it focuses on a unique aspect of her parents’ immigrant
experience of living and working in the United States. It reflects an internalization or
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adoption of struggles faced by her parents. In the same way that many of the second
generation subjects’ responses reflected the importance of their parents in how they
engage with their Korean ethnic identity, she also allows these considerations to
influence how she lives her life.
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Conclusion

Based on the results from the interviews, it is possible to formulate a number of
general conclusions about these samples of parachute kids and second generation Korean
Americans. While the sample groups were not designed to reflect the characteristics of
all Korean American parachute kids, the observations drawn from these two groups may
provide some initial insight into this unique group of Korean Americans. This section
closes with a discussion of the limitations of the study as well as suggestions for further
studies that may be conducted in this field.
There are a number of obvious differences between the population of Koreanborn parachute kids and second generation Korean Americans. As was proposed in the
beginning of the study, one constant theme that certainly has emerged over the course of
this study has been the conspicuous absence of parental influence in the formative years
of high school for parachute kids and how that absence contrasts sharply with the
constant parental influence present in the lives of second generation Korean Americans.
While parachute kids were born, raised, and attended most of their school years in Korea,
the sudden loss of parental influence during their high school years seems to greatly
impact the maintenance of their Korean identities and paradoxically seems to foster an
independence that allows them more control over how to express their ethnicity. In
contrast, for the American-born second generation subjects, the constant presence and
preservation of Korean culture primarily through their parents seems to restrict their
ability to express
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For parachute kids, the complete lack of an American identity necessitates the
creation of such an identity in order to acculturate into American society. Despite the
great number of initial obstacles faced by parachute kids, they seem to experience less
overall acculturative stress because they have exactly this freedom to create their identity.
As a result, the responses that were given by the parachute kids reflected a certain level
of agency in their decisions and choices regarding such things extracurricular activities,
academics, and dating. Some parachute kids negotiated with their parents and their
Korean ethnicity in order to arrive at a mutually beneficial and acceptable compromise
(i.e. food). Other subjects’ responses reflected a total rejection of their parents’ opinions
and guidance in the place of a surprising independence that they exercised over many
aspects of their lives (i.e. choice of profession).
Parachute kids also differed from their second generation counterparts in that
because they began with no American identity, they pushed themselves a great deal in
order to acculturate and fit in, with a number of subjects reporting that they were active
on their high school’s lacrosse, squash, and rowing teams. Moreover their responses also
suggested a greater flexibility in selecting aspects from both cultures that they were
comfortable with, an excellent example is Japanese food acting to bridge what they were
used to with what they were newly experiencing.
The situation was markedly different for the second generation Korean American
subjects. Because these subjects were American-born and raised, they experienced an
ethnicity that was largely defined for them by both their familial environment and
American society at large. As a result, the responses of the second generation subjects
suggested that these students worked from within their Korean and American identities to
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define what they can on their own terms. In other words, these subjects always exercised
their Korean ethnicity when they had the option to voluntarily express it. Excellent
examples of this include every subject reporting a Korean dish or food as her or his
favorite, as well as the unanimous support for the Korean team during the Olympics.
This suggests that in areas of life where they wield influence, they support and actually
enjoy expressing their Korean ethnicity.
Nevertheless, their responses also suggested that these students experienced
feelings of little control over areas such as academics and career aspirations that have
stereotypically been ascribed for them by society and maintained by their parents.
Indeed, parents often seemed to be the greatest source of acculturative stress in that they
represented Korean cultural norms, values, and customs. Whereas parachute kids,
because of their rootless identity and unattached identity were free to choose how to
define their ethnicity, the second generation subjects seemed to be influenced by a deep
sense of obligation to their parents who both defined and maintained what they
considered to be their Korean ethnic identity.

Limitations
Finally, it necessary to mention the various limitations of this study that were
posed by the financial, time, and resource constraints of the project. While the small size
of the sample groups makes generalization to the larger population difficult, as
aforementioned, the lack of available data on Korean American parachute kids leaves few
other reference points for generalization. Moreover, because of the various constraints
listed above, it was difficult to control for the effects of gender in the study by recruiting
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subjects in a balanced female:male ratio. The presence of culturally specific differences
between male subjects and female subjects may have distorted the answers as there were
more female subjects than male subjects (seeAppendices F and G). Another aspect of
the subjects’ lives that was not controlled for was the school year of the subjects.
Because the length of time for parachute kids was relatively short, the results may have
been different had the study recruited a proportionate amount from every class.
Language was another limitation; as most parachute kids reported Korean as their
preferred language, the conduction of the interviews in English may have altered what
information the subjects were attempting to convey. Similarly for the second generation
Korean Americans, the fact that the researcher was also a Korean-American may have
altered the responses of the subjects, making them feel more of an obligation to express
their Korean ethnicity.
Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that all of the parachute kids came
from relatively affluent families who could accord to send their children to private
boarding high schools in the United States. As such, it is important to note that this study
did not control for the socioeconomic status of parachute kids. A possible remedy may
be to replace the control of second generation Korean American students with second
generation Korean Americans who attended private boarding schools as well. This
would also allow the future study to isolate the role of parental influence and its
relationship to the subjects’ ethnic identity. Finally, another way in which the
recruitment of the second generation subjects could be improved is through a general
recruitment of such Korean Americans through varied channels. The recruitment of all
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the second generation Korean Americans from one student organization limits the
generalizability of the control group in its specificity.
Despite all of these suggested improvements to this study, all of these limitations
reflect the need for further research and exploration on this relatively obscure but quickly
growing population. The results obtained through this study are preliminary and are
designed to be suggestive in serving as a prelude for further work on this phenomenon.
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Appendix A

Box 657
3820 Locust Walk
Philadelphia, PA 19104
Office of Regulatory Affairs
133 South 36th Street
Philadelphia, PA 19104
To Whom It May Concern,
I respectfully submit this application for review by the social and behavioral sciences
IRB. This research project will be done under the guidance of Dr. Grace Kao, Associate
Professor of Sociology, who will be the principal investigator. The study is entitled,
“Asian American Studies: Identity Formation in Korean American Parachute Kids” and
is being conducted in partial fulfillment for an Individualized Major curriculum in the
College of Arts and Sciences.
This phenomenon of parachute kids, particularly pronounced from Asian countries, has
yet to be studied in detail so very little background information exists on this population.
This study aims to explore the possibly unique processes of identity formation that this
population may experience in contrast to second-generation Korean Americans who may
paradoxically be more inclined to maintain their cultural identity due to continued
parental influence. The two populations will be compared in order to examine the
similarities and differences in their cultural and personal identification.
The study will involve single-session one-on-one interviews with two populations of
Korean Americans: “parachute kids,” who are foreign students born and raised in Korea
who arrive to the United States at a young age unaccompanied by their parents, and
second-generation Korean Americans who were born and raised in the United States by
their parents. Participants will be recruited through University of Pennsylvania Koreaninterest student organizations and a snowball sampling method may be utilized pending
the results of the email recruitment.
Attached are all relevant documents for your review.

Albert J. Lee
Co-Investigator
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Appendix A-1

Informed Consent Form
Title of the Research Study: Asian American Studies: Identity Formation in Korean
American Parachute Kids
Protocol Number: 1
Principal Investigator: Dr. Grace Kao, 3718 Locust Walk, Philadelphia, PA 19104,
(215) 898-9060, grace2@pop.upenn.edu
Co- investigator: Albert J. Lee, Box 657, 3820 Locust Walk, Philadelphia, PA 19104,
(703) 981-8687, ajlee@sas.upenn.edu
Emergency Contact: Josephine Park, 3600 Market Street Suite 501-A, Philadelphia, PA,
19104, (215) 898-7382, jnpark3@english.upenn.edu

You are being asked to take part in a research study. This is not a form of treatment or
therapy. It is not supposed to detect a disease or find something wrong. Your
participation is voluntary which means you can choose whether on not to participate. If
you decide to participate or not to participate there will no loss of benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled. Before you make a decision you will need to know the purpose of
the study, the possible, risks and benefits of being in the study and what you will have to
do if decide to participate. The research team is going to talk with you about the study
and give you this consent document to read. You do not have to make a decision now;
you can take the consent document home and share it with friends, family doctor and
family.
If you do not understand what you are reading, do not sign it. Please ask the researcher to
explain anything you do not understand, including any language contained in this form. If
you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this form and a copy will be given to
you. Keep this form, in it you will find contact information and answers to questions
about the study. You may ask to have this form read to you.

What is the purpose of the study?
The purpose of the study is to learn more about Korean American parachute kids;
parachute kids are students born and raised in a foreign country who leave their home
country for the United States at a young age for educational purposes, usually
unaccompanied by their parents.
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•
•

The purpose of this research is to learn more about the differences in ethnic and
racial identity formation between different generations of students of Korean
heritage.
This study is being conducted for a undergraduate senior thesis.

Why were you asked to participate in the study?
You are being asked to join this study because you consider yourself to be either a
Korean American parachute kid, or a second-generation Korean American. Definitions
specific to this study for the two different groups follow.
•

If you are a parachute kid:
o You were born and raised in South Korea.
o You did not spend an extended amount of time in a foreign country.
o You arrived to the United States unaccompanied by your parents.
o You were no younger than 12 when you arrived in the United States.
o You are currently enrolled as an undergraduate.
o You are currently no older than 25 years of age.

•

If you are a second-generation Korean American:
o You were born and raised in the United States of first-generation Korean
immigrants.
o You did not spend an extended amount of time in a foreign country.
o You attended high school in the United States.
o You are currently enrolled as an undergraduate.
o You are currently no older than 25 years of age.

How long will you be in the study? How many other people will be in the study?
The study will take place over a period of approximately 5 months. You will be one
approximately twenty participants expected to be recruited for the study. Interview
sessions will take place once and will last for approximately one hour.
Where will the study take place?
For the interview, you will be asked to come to a private location mutually convenient to
the researcher and yourself that will allow for voice recording. The time of the interview
will also be pre-arranged to be mutually convenient for both parties.
What will you be asked to do?
You will be asked to answer a number of different questions during the interview and all
answers will be voice recorded for transcription at a later time. Interviews will begin
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with a brief explanation of the study, measures that will be taken to protect
confidentiality, and the consent form.
What are the risks?
One possible risk of participation in this study is a breach of confidentiality. Such a
breach may possibly cause feelings of embarrassment or distress due to the content of the
interviews. However, the study design has been planned to greatly reduce this risk by
using alternative identifiers for the participants. A combination of pseudonyms and
numerical identifiers will be the only identifiers associated with participants’ voice
recordings and interview transcriptions and will be given immediately at the time of the
interviews. Furthermore, all voice recordings and transcriptions will be transferred to a
hard drive and secured via password encryption and only the principal investigator and
the co-investigator will have access to these files.
How will you benefit from the study?
There is no benefit to you. However, your participation could help us better understand
the identity formation of college age parachute kids, which can benefit you indirectly.
What other choices do you have?
Your alternative to being in the study is to not be in the study.

What happens if you do not choose to join the research study?
You may choose to join the study or you may choose not to join the study. Your
participation is voluntary.
There is no penalty if you choose not to join the research study. You will lose no benefits
or advantages that are now coming to you, or would come to you in the future.

When is the study over? Can I leave the study before it ends?
The study is expected to end after all participants have completed their respective
interviews and all the information has been collected. You have the right to drop out of
in the research study anytime during the study. There is no penalty or loss of benefits if
you do so.
If you no longer wish to be in the research study, please contact Albert J. Lee, coinvestigator, at (703) 981-8687 or by email at ajlee@sas.upenn.edu and state your desire
to withdraw your participation from the study.
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How will confidentiality be maintained and your privacy be protected?
(REQUIRED)
The research team will make every effort to keep all the information you tell us during
the study strictly confidential, as required by law. The Institutional Review Board (IRB)
at the University of Pennsylvania is responsible for protecting the rights and welfare of
research volunteers like you. The IRB has access to study information. Any documents
you sign, where you can be identified by name will be kept in a locked drawer in the
office of Dr. Grace Kao, 3718 Locust Walk, Philadelphia, PA 19104office. These
documents will be kept confidential. All the documents will be destroyed when the study
is over.
•

•

As aforementioned, pseudonyms and numerical identifiers will be provided for
the participants at the time of the interviews and will be used to identify the voice
recordings and transcripts. Your name will not directly be associated with any of
the interview materials except for your signed consent form.
All transcripts, voice recordings, and consent forms will be destroyed at the end
of the study.

Will I be compensated for participating in the study?
To show our appreciation for your time, we will give you one $10 gift certificate to
Barnes and Noble bookstores. If you decide to withdraw from the study before the study
is over, you may keep the compensation given to the participants.
Who do you contact if you have questions about your rights and welfare?
If you have questions about your rights and welfare as a volunteer in the research study
please contact the Office of Regulatory Affairs at the University of Pennsylvania at 215898-2614 and/or the Principal Investigator named on the first page of this document: Dr.
Grace Kao, Associate Professor of Sociology, 3718 Locust Walk, Philadelphia, PA
19104, (215) 898-9060, grace2@pop.upenn.edu.
Who do you contact if you have questions about the study?
If you have questions about the research study please contact the PI named on the first
page of this document or any of the other persons identified.
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When you sign this document, you are agreeing to take part in this research study.
If you have any questions or there is something you do not understand, please ask.
You will receive a copy of this consent document.
Signature of Subject
Print Name of Subject
Date
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Appendix B

Hi KAP Member,
My name is Albert Lee and I am a senior in the College majoring in Asian
American Studies. As a part of my Senior Thesis, I am interviewing Korean
”parachute kids,” also known as Yoo-Hak-Saeng. I came across your name through the
KAP membership and was wondering if you would be willing to participate in a very
brief hour-long interview to better understand Yoo-Hak-Saeng? Finding Yoo-Hak-Saeng
is very difficult and I would greatly appreciate your help! I am willing to
arrange a time and location that is convenient for you and will also compensated for your
time with a gift certificate to the Penn Bookstore.
Thank You in Advance,
Albert J. Lee
Asian American Studies
Class of 2006
(703) 981-8687
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Appendix C

Hello KSA Member,
My name is Albert Lee and I am a senior in the College majoring in Asian
American Studies. As a part of my Senior Thesis, I am interviewing 1.5 and
second generation Korean-Americans. I obtained your contact information through the
KSA membership and was wondering if you would mind participating in an
interview? I’d greatly appreciate your help! We can arrange a time and
location that’s convenient for you and you’ll also be compensated for your time
with a gift certificate to the Penn Bookstore.
Thanks in Advance,
Albert J. Lee
Asian American Studies
Class of 2006
(703) 981-8687
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Appendix D
Interview Schedule 1-YHS (Parachute Kids)
2. Introduction
a. When were you born?
b. Where were you born?
c. Have you lived anywhere else before coming to the United States?
d. At what age did you arrive to the United States?
e. Did anyone accompany you?
f. How would you identify yourself ethnically?
3. Language
a. What language do you use when speaking with your parents?
b. What language do you use when speaking with your friends?
c. Did you learn English in Korea?
i. If so, for how many years?
d. When you first came to America, did language pose obstacles for you?
i. If so, how so?
ii. Do you still feel the same way?
iii. If not, why not?
e. What language would you say you are the most comfortable speaking now?
4. Culture
a. Do you think of yourself as an American sometimes and as a Korean other
times?
i. When does this happen?
ii. Why?
b. How difficult has it been for you to accept American ideas, values, and
customs ?
c. What are some of the ideas, values, and customs that you have found
difficult to adopt?
d. Do you think that your views have changed over the course of your stay in
America?
i. Why do you think that is?
e. What holidays are the most significant to you?
f. What team or teams do you root for during the Olympics?
g. What is your favorite dish?
h. What is your favorite food?
i. In college, what type of food do you eat the most?
j. What are some of the things that you miss the most from Korea?
5. Religion
a. What is your religion, if any?
i. If so, do you practice?
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b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

ii. If so, were you raised in it?
iii. If you were not raised in it, when did you first begin to practice it?
What would you say is the predominant ethnicity of your religious
organization?
What is the language or languages are used during services?
i. Probe: food, music.
Do your parents attend religious services? Is it the same denomination?
Did you attend religious services in Korea?
If not, what made you decide to attend services in America?

6. Academics
a. In terms of schooling, when you first came to America, did you continue at
the next grade level from the one you left in Korea?
b. Was your high school a public, private, or parochial institution?
c. Did you commute? If not, who did you stay with?
d. In high school, were your friends predominantly of any one ethnicity?
e. How many other Asian Americans were in your high school with you?
f. How many Korean-Americans were in your high school with you?
g. Did your high school have any Asian American or Korean American student
organizations?
h. Were you involved in any of them?
i. Right now, what is your area of concentration in school?
j. How did you choose this concentration?
k. Did your parents contribute to your decision to concentrate on this subject?
7. Future
a. What do you see yourself doing in 10 years?
b. Can you recall what kind of career path your parents thought you should
pursue?
c. Why do you think they felt this way?
d. How did you feel about their views on your future career path?
e. At the moment, do you plan to stay and work in America?
i. Why is that?
f. When you first arrived, did you feel the same way?
g. How do your parents feel about your choice of location for your career?
8. Dating
a. Are you dating someone at the moment?
i. If so, may I ask the ethnicity of the person?
b. How do you feel about other Korean students dating outside of their
ethnicity?
c. Have you ever dated outside of your ethnicity?
i. If so, did your parents know? How did they react?
d. Have your parents indicated a preference in the ethnicity of people you
date?
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Appendix E
Interview Schedule 2 - 2GX (Second Generation Korean Americans)
1.

Introduction
a. When were you born
b. Where were you born?
c.
Have you lived anywhere other than the United States for an extended
period of time?
d.
How would you identify yourself ethnically?

2. Language
a. What was your first language?
i. If your language some a language other than English, did that pose
any obstacles for you when you were young?
b. What language do you use when speaking with your parents?
c. What language do you use when speaking with your friends?
d. What language or languages did your parents encourage you to use at home?
3. Culture
a. Would you say that being Korean is important to you?
b. Do you think of yourself as an American sometimes and as a Korean other
times?
i. When does this happen?
ii. Why?
c. How difficult has it been for you to accept American ideas, values, and
customs ?
d. What are some of the ideas, values, and customs that you have found
difficult to adopt?
e. What are some of the ideas, values, and customs that your parents have
found difficult to adopt?
f. What holidays are the most significant to you?
g. What team or teams do you root for during the Olympics?
h. What is your favorite dish?
i. What is your favorite food?
j. In college, what type of food do you eat the most?
k. Do you eat differently at home? If so, do you miss food from home?
4. Religion
a. What is your religion, if any?
i. If so, do you practice?
ii. If so, were you raised in it?
iii. If you were not raised in it, when did you first begin to practice it?
b. What would you say is the predominant ethnicity of your religious
organization?
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c. What is the language or languages are used during services?
iv.
Probe: food, music.
d. Do your parents attend religious services? Is it the same denomination?
5. Academics
a. Was your high school a public, private, or parochial institution?
b. In high school, were your friends predominantly of any one ethnicity?
c. How many other Asian Americans were in your high school with you?
d. How many Korean-Americans were in your high school with you?
e. Did your high school have any Asian American or Korean American student
organizations?
f. Were you involved in any of them?
g. Right now, what is your area of concentration in school?
h. How did you choose this concentration?
i. Did your parents contribute to your decision to concentrate on this subject?
6. Future
a. What do you see yourself doing in 10 years?
b. Can you recall what kind of career path your parents thought you should
pursue?
c. Why do you think they felt this way?
d. How did you feel about their views on your future career path?
e. Have you thought about working in a foreign country?
f. Have you ever considered working in Korea?
i.
If so, why?
ii. Have your parents ever suggested that you work in Korea?
7. Dating
a. Are you dating someone at the moment?
i.
If so, may I ask the ethnicity of the person?
b. How do you feel about other Korean students dating outside of their
ethnicity?
c. Have you ever dated outside of your ethnicity?
ii. If so, did your parents know? How did they react?
d. Have your parents indicated a preference in the ethnicity of people you
date?
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Appendix F
Basic Demographic Data
Parachute Kids

YHS - Parachute Kids
Number/ID Gender Birthyear
01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08

Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male

1985
1986
1983
1986
1987
1982
1984
1982

Class

Birthplace

Identification

Accompany?

Sophomore
Freshman
Senior
Freshman
Sophomore
Senior
Senior
Junior

Seoul
Urbana-C, IL
Seoul
Seoul
Seoul
Seoul
Seoul
Seoul

Asian
Korean
Asian
Korean
Korean
Korean
Korean
Asian

Alone
Mom, Temp
Alone
Alone
Parents, Temp
Alone
Alone
Alone
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Appendix G

Basic Demographic Data
Second Generation Korean Americans

2GX
Number/ID

Gender

Birthyear

Class

Birthplace

Identification

01
02
03

Female
Female
Female

1984
1985
1986

Senior
Junior
Sophomore

Korean-American
Korean-American
Korean

04
05
06
07
08

Male
Female
Female
Male
Female

1984
1984
1984
1985
1985

Senior
Senior
Senior
Sophomore
Junior

Los Angeles
Los Angeles
Park Ridge,
IL
Los Angeles
Flint, MI
Philadelphia
Los Angeles
Alexandria

Korean
Korean
Korean-American
Korean
Korean-American
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